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XIL A Letter from Mr.Thomas Woolcomb* 
Surge on t to the late DoBor Huxham, 
F. R. S. on the Cafe of a Boy> who died 
of a Gun- fin t Wound^ and communicated 
by the Rev.]. Cor. Huxham, A. M.F. R. S> 



S I R, 

Read March iT TA K E the liberty of troubling yon 

1770 ' JL Wlt ^ r ^ e following remarkable cafe in 
forgery, which* fome months fince, fell under my 
infpe&ion, as I judge it will not be wholly unac- 
ceptable to a perfon fo eminent for his abilities in the 
medical art, and fo diftinguifhed for a nice dlicem- 
ment into, and invefttgation of, ike more remote 
caufes of morbid appearances $ a few of which, that 
occurred in the prejfent cafe, feem not a little unac- 
countable. 

Dec. 17th, 1763, in the forenoon, I was fent for 
to the affiftance of John Kitt, a lad of about 15 
years of age, who had juft received a confiderable 
wound by the unexpe&ed going off of a gun loaded 
with fmall (hot, held near his arm. I found the 
fliot, by being fo near, had a&ed altogether as a Aug, 
had iacerated much, and made a pretty large per- 
foration 
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fixation through the biceps and brachimis internus 
mufcles, had bared the os humeri^ and in fine pene- 
trated quite through the arm from below upwards, 

By the time 1 arrived (which was almoft imme- 
diately after the accident) I found little or no hae- 
morrhage, which made me hope the humeral artery 
had not been divided. On examining the wound, 
and finding no extraneous fubftances lodged, but the 
paffage quite pervious to the probe j I drefled up with 
dry lint, digeftive, &c. ordering moreover the whole 
limb to be wrapped up in a warm poultice made 
with oatmeal, ftale beer, and a good deal of oiL 
Returning in the evening, I found the patient 
tolerably eafy, but applying my fingers to the artery 
of the wrift of the fame hand, was not a lfttle alarmed 
to find I could perceive not the leaft pulfation* It 
was but too eafy to apprehend the caufe of it ; that 
in all probability the artery was divided, and if fo, 
the limb perhaps would not be faved. 

I made my relation to the friends accordingly. 
However, as no threatening fymptoms attended, I 
was willing to fee, whether, if the artery was di* 
vided, the blood might not, as after the operation of 
the aneurifm, find a paffageby the collateral branches, 
and thereby the circulation be kept up* I was apt 
nlfo tp think, as there had been no haemorrhage at 
the wound, that it might not be divided, but the 
courfe of the circulation be impeded only by feme 
fpafmodic conftriMon, which pofiibly by the morn- 
ing niight relax and give way ; at all events, I judged 
*tt moft prudent to wait* I drefled up therefore 
with a little warm digeftive, after proper fomenting 
the limb f and ordered the cataplalm to be renewed 

as 
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as before. Little or no tenfion had yet taken place; 
neverthelefs, in order to obviate that, and the fympto- 
matic fever that might be expe&ed, and finding 
Withal the pulfe began to rife, I ordered him to be 
bled about ^xvj, and left him with a tourniquet put 
Ibofely round the arm, with proper directions to the 
.attendants, for fear of any fudden rupture of the 
blood-vefifel in the night. 

The next morning I found him tolerably eafy, 
but the pulfe very quick and ftrong, and ftill no pul- 
fation in the wrift of the wounded arm. The af- 
peffc of the wound very good, no tenfion round, 
However, as it was fo nice a point to determine, 
whether the artery was or was not divided, and of 
confequence whether it would be more prudent, on 
the fuppofition it was, to proceed to amputation, or 
any longer run the rifk of a mortification's enfuing; 
I judged it proper to have other opinions, and for 
that purpofe, called in three furgeons of credit in the 
town . 

They were all of opinion, as there were no im- 
minent fymptoms, it was befi ftill to wait ; judging 
rightly, that, if a mortification took place only through 
defedt of the blood's circulation in the lower limb, 
it might eafily be remedied by amputation above, 
time enough when it firft made its appearance. We 
accordingly drefled up in the fame manner, but had 
the patient bled again to ^x or §xii, and gave a gentle 
lenitive, which procured a few (tools. In the even- 
ing, fymptoms were much the fame; pulfe ftill 
ftrong and quick : bleeding was therefore repeated* 

The next day every thing feemed to take a fa- 
vourable turn, the pulfe grew much more calm a 

good 
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good digeftion came on, no tenfion at all was obferved 
on the limb, and in this kindly manner we went on. for 
three or four days. Though all this time not the leaft 
pulfation could be felt on the wounded limb, there 
was always a kindly natural warmth on it, and the 
patient made no other complaint than of a numbnefs 
and deadnefs of his little and ring-finger. 

By all thefe favourable circumftances I was indu- 
ced to hope all danger had now been over, when 
about the fifth or fixth day from the accident, the ap- 
pearance of the wound began to alter, and to look 
of a pale leucophlegmatic hue 5 the difcharge became 
much more thin and ferous, and very confiderable 
fungi grew out from the furface of each wound ; 
the whole limb both above and below the wound 
became greatly enlarged, the hand and fore-arm per- 
fectly (Edematous; the pulfe quick and final], the 
countenance, from a frefh florid hue, funk, pale and 
fallow. 

Thefe alarming fymptoms coming on gave me 
the greateft reafon to be apprehenfive of the event. 
To obviate them as much as poflible, I ordered the 
cortex both in deco&ion and fubftance to be ad- 
miniftered every hour or two, and had frefh con- 
futations with the other furgeons. It was not now 
pra&icable to amputate, as the diftenfion of the limb 
extended quite to the axilla. We therefore con- 
tinued the ufe of the fetus, warm dreffings, &c. as 
before; ftrewing over the fungi well with the pulv. 
angeh Notwithftanding which, they continued to 
fprout to a great height, and, though I pared away at 
every drefling all the dead furface with the knife, 
they baffled all endeavours to fupprefs them, 
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In this manner it continued to go on till the firft of 
January, in the afternoon of which the man began to 
complain greatly of being cold j and, notwithftanding 
the warmeft and moft invigorating medicines were 
given, he grew more and more fo, till about eleven or 
twelve, when -he expired. Neither before or after death 
was there the leaft appearance of a mortification hav- 
ing taken place. 

However, in order,, if poffible to inveftigate the 
true caufe of his death, and to fatisfy ourfelves 
whether the artery was or was not divided, in the 
prefence of the other furgeons, I laid open the 
wounded parts, and paffing a probe through the 
artery at a tranfverfe incifion made above the wound, 
carefully differed away the furrounding integuments, 
and thereby difcovered a perforation (about the big- 
nefs of a fmall peaj made through the coats of one 
fide of the artery. 

We were all at a lofs to account,, why there never 
enfued any hemorrhage from fo considerable a veflel's 
being opened, as no efchar could well have formed, 
nor yet appeared there any conftridion or com- 
prefiionj and yet it appeared as plain, that the 
courfe of the blood was thoroughly intercepted in 
that veflel, by there never being the leaft: puliation at 
the wrift after the accident. 

The caufe of his death too at laft feems to be 
pretty unaccountable, as no mortification enfued, 
which one would have expeded to have been the 
natural confequence of the blood's being fo inter- 
cepted. If owing to the fhock given the confuta- 
tion, or remora to the circulation, ihould not one 
have expected the ill confequences would have been 

felt 



t 99 ] 

felt fooner ? whereas, for nearly the firft week, no 
patient with fo confiderable a wound could go on 
better, no wound could have a better afpe£t, or digeft 
better. 

By the repeated bleeding, lenient cathartics, and 
proper topical relaxing applications, all degree of 
tenfion was happily kept off, little or no fymptomatic 
fever attended, and feemingly every ill fymptom was 
obviated. In what manner then fhall we conclude 
death at laft to have been brought about fo long after, 
fince he neither funk under difeharge from the 
wound, had no fever or convulfion, and no morti- 
fication ever appeared ? and what fhall we affign to 
be the true reafon of no haemorrhage enfuing, fince 
there was fo manifeft an apertuie through the coats 
of the artery ? This I muft confefs myfelf wholly 
at a lofs to account for, and beg leave to fubmit to 
your fuperior judgment. I have laid before you a 
tedious indeed, but very exad and true ftate of the 
caie, and am, with great refpe£t> 

S I R, 

Your moft obedient 

humble fervant, 

Plymouth >S June, XllO. Woolkombe. 

1764. 
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